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Praise for

see no stranger

“In a world stricken with fear and turmoil, Valarie Kaur shows us how to summon our deepest wisdom and show up to the labor with bravery—and revolutionary love. Stunning, timely, and timeless.”—Elizabeth Gilbert, author of Eat Pray Love

“Valarie Kaur is a prophetic voice of our generation. Her wisdom ignites and inspires me, lighting the way through the darkness. This book will do the same for you.” —America Ferrera, actress, activist, organizer

“A beautifully written exposé of activism, rebirth and ‘revolutionary love’ that is much needed for all readers in our current times.” —Library Journal (starred review)

“This is a book that will change your life. Valarie Kaur reframes and renews the tradition of nonviolent social change for our time. Drawing deeply on the gritty love of women of color in everything from childbirth to creating community amid violence, she reaches out to all who understand, with Auden, that ‘we must love one another or die.’ Tested and tempered by suffering, transcending with hope and joy, Kaur shows us how to love others, opponents, and ourselves in ways that will move us closer to the beloved community.” —Parker J. Palmer, author of Let Your Life Speak, Healing the Heart of Democracy, and On the Brink of Everything

“Valarie Kaur writes prose like poetry. Her stirring life journey and clarity in the call to action aligns and resonates with treasured voices for social change of their era, from Sojourner Truth to Dorothy Day and Martin Luther King, Jr., and places in our hands this gift for the urgent now we face in the challenges of our times.” —John Paul Lederach, author of The Moral Imagination

“Valarie Kaur is a revolutionary for justice who shows us how to labor for the world we dream of. In my darkest moments, I remember my Sikh sister’s call to ‘breathe and push!’” —Rev. William J. Barber II, president of Repairers of the Breach and co-chair of the Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival

“Love-firebrand . . . Part personal history, part inspiring manifesto, her immensely readable book implores and inspires us toward love as ‘sweet labor: bloody, fierce, imperfect, and life-giving.” —Rainn Wilson, actor

“Valarie Kaur’s inspirational book, See No Stranger, is rooted in radical honesty, vulnerability, and fierce commitment to building a world in which we all belong. Her powerful memoir offers a moral compass for our time.” —Michelle Alexander, author of The New Jim Crow

“See No Stranger is achingly beautiful—dangerously beautiful. It weaves an intimate coming-of- age narrative with an activist story and a spiritual journey, all somehow perfectly framed in a research-backed manifesto for social change.” —Eboo Patel, founder of Interfaith Youth Core

“Kaur’s expansive world view, unflinching approach to social justice, and abiding faith in wonder will make this a compelling read for all who perceive the inevitable intertwining of the personal and the political.” —Booklist (starred review)

“Valarie’s work and this memoir reframe the tropes of the American immigrant story into a spiritual odyssey of discovery and confrontation. . . . A beautifully written story of hope amid the wreckage of our current political and racial division.” —Rev. Dr. Otis Moss, III, Trinity United Church of Christ

“Valarie Kaur, with brilliance and passion, offers us the most needed and pure medicine for our times: a call to awaken from ‘us’ and ‘them,’ and dedicate ourselves to all-inclusive, wise loving. The intimate, raw stories in See No Stranger will break and awaken your heart; the profound teachings and compelling vision will inspire you to serve and savor our precious world.” —Tara Brach, author of Radical Acceptance and Radical Compassion

“A soulful memoir mined in the stories of race, gender, Sikh wisdom, and love—where the personal and political merge and spirit and action emerge. Valarie Kaur is a visionary worker for justice and this book is her radiant offering.” —V (formerly Eve Ensler), playwright, activist, founder of V-Day

“This book and the woman who gave birth to it have so much to offer the struggle for peace and justice as we move into a most complex and crucial century. Open up your heart as you open these pages and let yourself be inspired and invigorated by the way Ms. Kaur breaks it down.” —Ani DiFranco

“Inspiration comes from the sheer humanity of Kaur’s investigations, from the depth and breadth of her research and footwork, along with the generosity of her explanations. . . . The narrative is a weaving of stories with an infusion of Sikh culture and feminist theory, grounded in scholarship and extensive footwork. . . . These are edgy and emotionally laden encounters—both gripping and difficult to read. . . . The many stories and paths to reconciliation that this book offers are reasons alone to read it. —Ms. magazine

“See No Stranger is immediate medicine for our troubled times. It will inspire your soul to repair the world by loving everything and everyone.”—Mark Nepo, author of The Book of Soul and More Together Than Alone

“Mohandas Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr., now have a bold new visionary to complement their understandings of truth force and beloved community.” —Rev. Scotty McLennan, author of Finding Your Religion

“See No Stranger is an invitation to love mightily, a guide book to put that love into action, and a love story that speaks to the universal connection that binds us as One.” —Seane Corn, author of Revolution of the Soul and co-founder of Off The Mat, Into The World

“Kaur is a constant source of light who the world needs now more than ever.” —W. Kamau Bell, comedian and Emmy Award–winning host of United Shades of America

“As I finished the book, I realized that the biggest wonder isn’t that I could hear Kaur over the trumpeting of the external elephants in the room. It’s that I could hear Kaur over the terrible rumblings that are taking root within me: the relentless drumbeats of grief, anxiety, and despair. Even against that pulse, I was able to make out Kaur’s fierce, bloody, imperfect, and life-giving call. See No Stranger was written for such a time as this.” —Christian Century

“Her wisdom reads like the prayer the world needs to be screaming and singing right now. Through Valarie’s retelling of the years after 9/11 until the birth of her daughter, she speaks a new world into existence—it is the world we are craving and she imagines it until it is very nearly real.” —Rabbi Stephanie Kolin

“In the first chapter of Valarie Kaur’s book, I felt I was reading the best definition and description of love I had ever come across. As the chapters unfolded, I felt I was seeing rage, grief, healing, and joy all in a fresh light. See No Stranger is deep, brilliant, sensitive, emotionally moving, and absolutely needed at this critical moment in our history. It is, simply put, among the best books I’ve ever read.” —Brian D. McLaren, author, speaker, activist

“See No Stranger is an invitation to rebirth. With the gentle care of a mindful doula, Valarie Kaur unfolds this riveting memoir of joy, heartbreak, rage, and wonder, welcoming us to engage her story as a way of fully seeing our own. This is undoubtedly one of the most transformative books I’ve ever read, challenging me to imagine a world where everyone belongs. A world filled with Revolutionary Love. A world that is possible, if we are courageous enough to breathe and then push.” —Rev. Traci Blackmon, United Church of Christ

“Inspires us to become who we believe we are.” —Lawrence Lessig, legal scholar and activist

“In a world ravaged by anger and hatred, Valarie Kaur offers a vision of ‘Revolutionary Love,’ not as platitude or panacea, but rather as a powerful weapon against intolerance and injustice. It may well be our only hope for peace and understanding in these troubled times.” —Reza Aslan, author of Zealot: The Life and Times of Jesus of Nazareth

“Valarie Kaur is the powerful, prophetic leader we need, and this book is a gift to all of us, and an invitation for us all to reflect, learn, grow, and fight.” —Sally Kohn, author of The Opposite of Hate: A Field Guide to Repairing Our Humanity

“Valarie Kaur has the ferocity of ten thousand tigers. She also has the ability to soften in the hardest of moments and the leadership ability to move this nation to a new place entirely. If you do not read anything else this year, read See No Stranger.” —Buffy Barfoot, host of the podcast Things That Will Help

“This is the book we’ve been waiting for—a beautifully written, personal, and urgent call for the revolutionary love our country and our world so desperately need.” —Rabbi Jill Jacobs, executive director of T’ruah: The Rabbinic Call for Human Rights

“Valarie Kaur has written a book of remarkable courage and deep insight. Kaur maps singularly personal experiences of suffering and shared collective agonies of inequality as she seeks to understand the terrain of our humanity. She guides readers through painful journeys of violence while insisting healing is necessary and possible for ourselves and for our nation. This is a book for our shattered souls and our battered world. This is a book that takes seriously the power of both hate and love, while leading us insistently toward love.” —Melissa Harris-Perry, Maya Angelou Presidential Chair at Wake Forest University

“A must read for all of us who struggle to create a society of inclusion and care beyond boundaries.” —Sister Simone Campbell, former executive director of NETWORK

“In this beautifully written book, Valarie Kaur takes us by the hand and brings us to a world where pain can be met by courage, prejudice can be met by insight, and the ravages brought about by profound disconnection can be met with the revolutionary power of love.” —Sharon Salzberg, author of Lovingkindness and Real Change

“A breathtaking narrative! Love and violence, personal and public, spirituality and activism are most beautifully textured in the life of an American Sikh woman.” —Nikky-Guninder Kaur Singh, Sikh scholar and professor of religion

“This book shook me to the core. . . . [It] is a smart, efficient, feminist and antiracist memoir that should be required reading. The author is a powerhouse and like AOC, Ruth Bader-Ginsberg, and Malala Yousafzai, Valarie Kaur is a great example of persistence, kindness, and strength.” —Kai Spellmeier

“Moving, inspiring, filled with the powerful medicine we need, See No Stranger is an act of bravery and love.” —Jack Kornfield, author of A Path with Heart

“This is the book we have been waiting for. It is a guide for anyone who believes that politics alone will not solve our current cultural and spiritual crisis. This book calls us up and calls us into the hard and necessary work to heal our wounds and reimagine the world.” —Van Jones, CEO of REFORM Alliance and CNN host

“ Yes, love is dangerous business, and yet Valarie Kaur shows us that it’s the only way out of the moral and spiritual crisis of our day. Love is sweet labor, and See No Stranger is the guidebook.” —Rabbi Sharon Brous, co-founder of IKAR

“Valarie Kaur is a remarkable human being, whose exhortation to ‘Breathe and Push’ electrified tens of millions in the wake of the devastating 2016 election. See No Stranger is a singularly powerful book. I cannot recommend it strongly enough.” —Jim Wallis, founder and ambassador of Sojourners
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About the Author

Valarie Kaur is a civil rights activist, lawyer, filmmaker, innovator, and founder of the Revolutionary Love Project. She has won national acclaim for her work in social justice on issues ranging from hate crimes to digital freedom. Her speeches have reached millions worldwide and inspired a movement to reclaim love as a force for justice. A daughter of Sikh farmers in California, she earned degrees from Stanford University, Harvard Divinity School, and Yale Law School and holds an honorary doctorate from the California Institute of Integral Studies. She lives in a multigenerational home in Los Angeles with her husband, son, and daughter.
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for Kavi and Ananda
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and my mother, without whom . . .


[image: illustration]

introduction.

part I. see no stranger: loving others

1. wonder.

2. grieve.

3. fight.

part II. tend the wound: loving opponents

4. rage.

5. listen.

6. reimagine.

part III. breathe and push: loving ourselves

7. breathe.

8. push.

9. transition.



epilogue: joy.

revolutionary love compass.

Sikh shabads.

acknowledgments.

selected reading list.

notes.


How To Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images and chapter titles to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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THIS BOOK IS FOR ANYONE WHO FEELS BREATHLESS. MAYBE MOVING through this world, in your body, is enough to make you feel constriction in your chest. Maybe you’re holding someone close to you who is struggling and suffering. Maybe you are reeling from the latest mass shooting, or the refugee crisis at the border, or the looming threat of climate change, or the blistering pace of a global pandemic. Maybe, like me, you are breathless from all of the above. I thought my breathlessness was a sign of my weakness, until a wise friend told me what I wish to tell you: Your breathlessness is a sign of your bravery. It means you are awake to what’s happening right now: The world is in transition.
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IT WAS NEW YEAR’S EVE 2016. MY FRIEND REV. WILLIAM BARBER II HAD invited me to speak at the Metropolitan AME Church, a historic black church in Washington, D.C. Like millions of Americans, I was still in shock over the results of our presidential election. I looked out at that crowded church and saw grief and anticipation in people’s eyes.

“The future is dark,” I said. “But what if—what if this darkness is not the darkness of the tomb but the darkness of the womb? What if our America is not dead but a country that is waiting to be born? What if the story of America is one long labor? What if all of our grandfathers and grandmothers are standing behind us now, those who survived occupation and genocide, slavery and Jim Crow, detentions and political assault? What if they are whispering in our ear, ‘You are brave’? What if this is our nation’s greatest transition?”

The crowd erupted in cheers and shouts and cries of “Hallelujah!” Reverend Barber was on his feet, his great bear hands outstretched over me.

“What does the midwife tell us to do?” I cried over the roar.

“Breathe! And then? Push!”

In the weeks that followed, the address was viewed about forty million times around the world, and my words began to appear on protest signs. I received thousands of inquiries from people asking: How do we breathe? How do we push? How do we keep laboring for justice when we feel hopeless? I also became a target of online hate from the Far Right and got messages that I should be deported or killed, and my son, too. I was a civil rights activist and lawyer who had labored with brown and black communities since 9/11. I was also a Sikh American, a woman of color, for whom these struggles were deeply personal. Now I was also a new mother, and exhausted. I needed to answer these questions for myself, as much as for others.

And so, I stepped back from crisis response. I spent a year living outside the country in a remote part of the rain forest in Central America with my family. I was given a gift that is rare among women who are activists and mothers: a room of my own and time to think. My husband and my father pulled a writing desk up the mountain with ropes. My mother unpacked one hundred pounds of handwritten journals I had kept since the age of seven. In the mornings we hiked with our two-year-old son Kavi, and in the afternoons I worked at my desk alone as mist drifted through the green valley. The rain forest felt like a womb—warm, wet, safe, and generative. I read texts on ethics, social justice, and the science of human behavior, and I pored over the stories of my life—spiritual teachings of my Sikh roots, hard lessons of frontline activism, primal truths discovered in the labor of childbirth. I began to see patterns of wisdom. And I began writing this book.
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This book is for a world in transition. We have been witnessing the rise of Far-Right ethnic supremacist movements in the United States, across Europe, and around the globe—propping up demagogues, mainstreaming nativism, undermining democracy, politicizing the very notion of truth, and failing to safeguard the most vulnerable among us. The United States is also in the midst of an unprecedented demographic transition. Within twenty-five years, the number of people of color will exceed the number of white people for the first time since colonization, and we are at a crossroads: Will we descend into a kind of civil war—a power struggle with those who want to return America to a past where only a certain class of white people hold political, cultural, and economic dominion? Or will we begin to birth a nation that has never been—a multiracial, multifaith, multicultural democracy where we strive to protect the dignity of every person?

With the climate crisis, the stakes are existential. The same supremacist ideologies that justified colonialism—the conquest, rape, massacre, and enslavement of black and brown people around the globe—those same ideologies built industries that accumulate wealth by pillaging the earth, poisoning the waters, and darkening the skies. Global temperatures climb, seas rise, storms intensify, fires rage. Humanity itself is in transition. Are we on the brink of mass suffering and extinction—or will we marshal the vision, skill, and solidarity to deliver a sustainable future?

Is this the darkness of the tomb—or of the womb?

Some days are so deadly, I can taste the ash in my mouth. Other days, I see glimpses of the nation, the world, that is wanting to be born: a society awakened to the truth of our interdependence. I choose to labor for that world. Sound government is necessary but not sufficient to take us across the threshold. We need a shift in consciousness and culture. A revolution of the heart. A new way of being and seeing that leaves no one outside our circle of care. A love without limit. Revolutionary love.

Revolutionary love is the call of our times.

If you cringe when people say that love is the answer, I do, too. I am not talking about sentimentality or civility or thoughts and prayers. I am talking about love as labor, a conscious embodied practice. Social reformers and spiritual teachers through history led entire nonviolent movements anchored in the ethic of love. Time and again, people gave their bodies and breath for one another, not only in the face of fire hoses and firing squads but also in the quieter venues of their daily lives. Black feminists like bell hooks have long envisioned a world where the love ethic is a foundation for all arenas of our society. It’s time to reclaim love as a force for justice.

Here is my offering:


Love is a form of sweet labor: fierce, bloody, imperfect, and life-giving—a choice we make over and over again. Love as labor can be taught, modeled, and practiced. This labor engages all our emotions. Joy is the gift of love. Grief is the price of love. Anger protects that which is loved. And when we think we have reached our limit, wonder is the act that returns us to love.

“Revolutionary love” is the choice to labor for others, for our opponents, and for ourselves in order to transform the world around us. It begins with wonder: You are a part of me I do not yet know. It is not a formal code or prescription but an orientation to life that is personal and political, sustained by joy. Loving only ourselves is escapism; loving only our opponents is self-loathing; loving only others is ineffective. All three practices together make love revolutionary, and revolutionary love can only be practiced in community.



This book tells the story of how I discovered ten practices of revolutionary love in a tumultuous journey of awakening. My story begins where many stories start—in a moment when we wonder how to breathe through the world we’re in and how to push to transform it. Each chapter of the book unfolds my story chronologically and explores a practice of revolutionary love, drawing on research in history, ethics, religion, and science. Along the way, I use birthing labor as a universal metaphor, a way to tap into the bravery required to create new worlds. As you go on this journey with me, I invite you to take what is useful into your own life. May this work nourish the root of your deepest wisdom, so that the next time you feel breathless and need direction, you find a compass in your hands.*

The story unfolds in three parts. Part One: See No Stranger is about learning how to love others. When we wonder about people, grieve with them, and choose to fight with and for them, we can build the kind of solidarity the world needs. Part Two: Tend the Woundis about learning how to love even our opponents. When we rage in safe containers to tend to our own wounds, and listen to understand theirs, we can gain the information we need to reimagine solutions. Part Three: Breathe and Pushis about learning how to love our-selves, how to breathe amidst labor, push ourselves to go deeper, and summon our wisest selves in times of transition.

Revolutions happen not only in grand moments in public view but also in the spaces where people are coming together to inhabit a new way of being. We birth the beloved community by becoming the beloved community. I offer these ten practices of revolutionary love—told through my journey but infused with the wisdom of many others—to help us build beloved community where we are, even as we navigate the real and trying moments of our daily lives—the numbing grief of a global pandemic; the difficult conversations with children about difference and danger; the intimate work of apology, repair, and reconciliation. Imagine a critical mass of people across the nation and around the world who are making love a conscious practice—block by block, heart to heart. What institutions will we build, what stories will we tell, what world will we birth? I wrote the first draft of this book while pregnant and finished it hours before my daughter was born. Her name is Ananda, which means “joy.” This book, written in the throes of all that struggle and hopeful anticipation, is about how to labor with joy.



_________________

* You can find “the revolutionary love compass” at the back of the book. Then, go deeper with the Revolutionary Love Learning Hub, where you can find educational guides, training courses, videos, and home practices to bring revolutionary love into your life and world. Visit the Learning Hub at valariekaur.com.
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Jo to prem khelan ka chaao
Sir dhar tali gali meri aao

If you want to play the game of love with me,
step forth with your head on your palm.

—Guru Nanak
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IN THE BEGINNING, THERE WAS WONDER. OUT IN THE COUNTRY, FAR FROM city lights, the night air was clear enough to gaze into the long shimmering galaxy that stretched across the sky. I would stand in the field behind our house and talk to the stars like they were my friends, just like I talked to the cows over the fence or the horses across the road. Once, while playing in a stream, I saw a butterfly dancing over the water and put out my finger and asked it to come to me—and the butterfly came. It perched on my finger for a long time, long enough for me to peer closer at its wings and praise it before it flew away. Back then, there was no question: The earth under me, the stars above me, the animals around me, were all part of me. And wonder was my first orientation to them all, the thing that connected me to them: You are a part of me I do not yet know.

I grew up on forty acres in Clovis, California, where the land stretched on all sides of us like an open palm. We were surrounded by peach orchards, orange trees, eucalyptus groves, strawberry fields, and olive trees that my father’s father had planted along our dirt road. My family had farmed this land for nearly a century. My little brother and I would run through the fields, play in muddy ditches, and drink at the water pump in front of the two-room wooden cabin my father was born in. In the summers, my mother and I would walk the orchards collecting fruit in our shirts, stepping over apricots that had fallen to the ground and spoiled because the fruit was that plentiful. In the winters, when the tule fog rolled into the valley, my father would pull me up onto our tractor and I would sit at his side like a princess as we disked the fields until the sky darkened over the Sierra Nevada mountains. We belonged to the land.

At night, my grandfather, my mother’s father, would tuck me into bed. With his hand on my forehead, stroking my hair, he recited his favorite prayer, the shabad called Tati Vao Na Lagi. The hot winds cannot touch you. There was a tremor in Papa Ji’s voice, just as there was a tremor in his hands, and the tremor rose and fell in an arc that rocked me to sleep as he hummed the shabad. Papa Ji was always humming—while surveying the tomatoes in his garden, arms clasped behind his back like the army captain he had once been; while sitting at the kitchen table, cutting ice cream into slices like a cake; while tying his turban in the mornings, slowly and carefully, as if each layer contained secret histories; he was always humming. The sacred music resounded within him, spilling out when he parted his lips.

“Do you dream?” I asked Papa Ji one night.

“Oh yes, my dear.”

“What did you dream last night?”

“I was a young man on the beaches of Gaza, and I was running fast like I used to run. My superior officer, British, challenged me to a race, and I was winning,” he said and laughed. Papa Ji was wondrous to me, as infinite and inexhaustible as the night sky. He had worlds of stories in him, ancient stories he would bequeath to me in slivers—stories of gurus and saints, warriors and poets, soldiers and farmers—and these stories formed a long shimmering history that spanned centuries from India to America and ended with me.

My favorite was our origin story: the story of Guru Nanak, the first teacher of the Sikh faith. Five centuries ago, the story goes, halfway around the world in a village in Punjab on the Indian subcontinent, there lived a young man named Nanak. He was deeply troubled by the violence around him, Hindus and Muslims in turmoil. One day, he disappeared on the bank of a river for three days. People thought he was dead, drowned. But Nanak emerged on the third day with a vision of Oneness: Ik Onkar, the Oneness of humanity and of the world. This vision threw him into a state of ecstatic wonder—vismaad—and he began singing songs of devotion called shabads, praising the divine within him and around him. In other words, he was in love. Love made him see with new eyes: Everyone around him was a part of him that he did not yet know.

“I see no stranger,” said Guru Nanak, “I see no enemy.” Guru Nanak taught that all of us could see the world in this way. There is a voice inside each of us called haumai, the I that names itself as separate from You. It resides in the bowl that holds our individual consciousness. But separateness is an illusion. When we quiet the chatter in our heads through music or meditation or recitation or song, the boundaries begin to disappear. The bowl breaks. For a moment, we taste the truth, sweet as nectar—we are part of one another. Joy rushes in. Long after the moment passes, we can choose to remember the truth of our interconnectedness, that we belong to one another. We can choose to “see no stranger.” When Papa Ji was humming the shabads day and night, he was not praying as much as practicing a constant communion with all things. It was his way of remembering the truth—rehearsing his wonder.


Wondrous are the forms, wondrous are the colors.
Wondrous are the beings who wander around unclothed.
Wondrous is the wind, wondrous is the water.
Wondrous is the fire, which works wonders. . . .
Beholding these wonders, I am wonderstruck.
O Nanak, those who understand this are blessed.

(ASA DI VAR, SRI GURU GRANTH SAHIB, GURU NANAK, 463–464)



“Waheguru, Waheguru!” Papa Ji would say. It was our word for God, but he would say it throughout the day like it was a deep breath. “Wahe” is an expression of awe, and “guru” is the light that dispels darkness. So even God’s name was an expression of wonder at the divine around us and within us.

“Look at the hose!” Papa Ji would exclaim, spraying water into the sunlight, making rainbows. “Kamal hai!” Isn’t that amazing? My brother, Sanjeev, and I would rush through the rainbows, but Papa Ji was teaching us a lesson, to cultivate our orientation to wonder. When our father came home from irrigating the fields, we would sit close to him as he drew pictures of the solar system on a chalkboard and talked about the universe, his voice rising with excitement: “The sun’s light takes exactly eight minutes and twenty seconds to reach us! The light of faraway stars reaches us long after they have died!” When it thundered, our mother would cry out in joy and pull us outside with her to dance in the rain, mouths open to catch raindrops, just like during the monsoons of her childhood. When I wrote little poems about the rain or stars or land, Papa Ji kept them all in a special red binder. On weekends, our cousins and aunties and uncles and grandparents, who all lived on the land with us, would come over to eat and dance together in the night, bhangra beats pounding through our bodies, fingers sticky from pakoras, sparks flying from the fire. On the farmland of California, under the stars, inside the music of my enormous family, the stories of my ancestors, and the sounds of my grandfather’s prayers, I was at home in my body and at home in the world.
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Wonder is our birthright. It comes easily in childhood—the feeling of watching dust motes dancing in sunlight, or climbing a tree to touch the sky, or falling asleep thinking about where the universe ends. If we are safe and nurtured enough to develop our capacity to wonder, we start to wonder about the people in our lives, too—their thoughts and experiences, their pain and joy, their wants and needs. We begin to sense that they are to themselves as vast and complex as we are to ourselves, their inner world as infinite as our own. In other words, we are seeing them as our equal. We are gaining information about how to love them. Wonder is the wellspring for love.

It is easy to wonder about the internal life of the people closest to us. It is harder to wonder about people who seem like strangers or outsiders. But when we choose to wonder about people we don’t know, when we imagine their lives and listen for their stories, we begin to expand the circle of those we see as part of us. We prepare ourselves to love beyond what evolution requires.

The call to love beyond our own flesh and blood is ancient. It echoes down to us on the lips of indigenous leaders, spiritual teachers, and social reformers through the centuries. Guru Nanak called us to see no stranger, Buddha to practice unending compassion, Abraham to open our tent to all, Jesus to love our neighbors, Muhammad to take in the orphan, Mirabai to love without limit. They all expanded the circle of who counts as one of us, and therefore who is worthy of our care and concern. These teachings were rooted in the linguistic, cultural, and spiritual contexts of their time, but they spoke of a common vision of our interconnectedness and interdependence. It is the ancient Sanskrit truth that we can look upon anyone or anything and say: Tat tvam asi, “I am that.” It is the African philosophy: Ubuntu, “I am because you are.” It is the Mayan precept: In La’Kech, “You are my other me.”

What has been an ancient spiritual truth is now increasingly verified by science: We are all indivisibly part of one another. We share a common ancestry with everyone and everything alive on earth. The air we breathe contains atoms that have passed through the lungs of ancestors long dead. Our bodies are composed of the same elements created deep inside the furnaces of long-dead stars. We can look upon the face of anyone or anything around us and say—as a moral declaration and a spiritual, cosmological, and biological fact: You are a part of me I do not yet know.

But you don’t have to be religious in order to open to wonder. You only have to reclaim a sliver of what you once knew as a child. If you remember how to wonder, then you already have what you need to learn how to love.

Wonder is where love begins, but the failure to wonder is the beginning of violence. Once people stop wondering about others, once they no longer see others as part of them, they disable their instinct for empathy. And once they lose empathy, they can do anything to them, or allow anything to be done to them. Entire institutions built to preserve the interests of one group of people over another depend on this failure of imagination. Violence comes in the form of policies by the state and sometimes bloodshed in the streets. More often, it comes in forms that are hard to see, unless we find a way to make them visible through our stories.

As a child, I learned how to wonder. I also quickly learned what appears in its absence.
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I was six years old, playing with a friend during recess. I was pretending to be a baby, walking on my knees holding the hand of my friend who was pretending to be my mommy. We were rounding the bases of a baseball diamond, which was our house, when a boy ran up to us, an older boy we did not know. He came to us urgently, like a messenger on a mission.

“Get up, you black dog!” he said. He was glaring at me.

“I’m sorry, that’s not right. I’m playing a baby, not a dog,” I wanted to say. But his mouth was tight and his eyes were cruel. He was not waiting for an answer; he was waiting for compliance. I still wanted to correct him: “But I’m brown, not black, so you should say ‘brown dog.’” But this, too, didn’t matter: He was white and I was brown, which made me black, and this disgusted him.

“Get up!” he yelled again.

And so I got up. I did not yet have the language to say no. The bell rang and the boy walked away satisfied.

My friend had stopped holding my hand. The game had ended, our connection broken by a slur that was cast with supreme confidence: You are dark, which means I can tell you what to do. I was not angry at the boy. His words were not personal. He was articulating something that I did not know until then. It was like gathering important information—Oh, I had never seen myself through your eyes before. But my face was burning, and I was ashamed.

Another day at recess, I was sitting in the bathroom stall at school when I heard the words “Let’s break down the door!” I froze. A group of girls who were white started to beat my door down. Thud. Thud. THUD. The door swung open, and my body came into view—small, brown, skinny, hair in two long braids, sitting on the toilet, clutching my dress, underwear at knees, wide-eyed and terrified. They looked at me for a long time and walked away. Power was theirs to exercise, and the choice to abandon the mission was a sign of absolute power. My face was flushed as I rushed out of the bathroom, but I did not say a word. I was not angry at the girls. They had seen my nakedness and smallness and brownness, and that made me ashamed.

Shame became part of childhood after that, stitched into my story in the form of a thousand small insults, stares, and slurs that made me feel strange to myself—as if I did not have the right to feel at home in my body. It almost worked. But each time I felt the burning under my skin, strong and stinging, making me lose my breath, Papa Ji’s room was my sanctuary. I went to his bedside and buried my face in his chocolate brown sweater. He would stroke my forehead and make me recite with him three times: Tati Vao Na Lagi, Par Brahm Sarnai—The hot winds cannot touch you, you are shielded by love. And I could breathe again. This shabad was my key to get back home, back into my body.

Love is dangerous business, Papa Ji explained. If you choose to see no stranger, then you must love people, even when they do not love you. You must wonder about them even when they refuse to wonder about you. You must even protect them when they are in harm’s way.

Guru Nanak called for a revolution of the heart. He inspired people to practice equality, service, and social justice. His followers were called Sikhs, students of truth, and Sikhs became known as warriors, sworn to defend all people in harm’s way. Papa Ji told me stories of ancestors who rode into battle with sword in hand to defend vulnerable communities of all kinds and gave their lives to challenge the oppression of empire: Guru Arjan was martyred in a cauldron of burning sand, Guru Tegh Bahadur beheaded, Baba Deep Singh went on fighting with his head in his hand.

In 1699, the tenth Sikh teacher, Guru Gobind Singh, formed the Sikh community into the Khalsa, which means “pure and free,” a kind of beloved community. He gave the community new last names that signified a sense of sovereignty—“Singh” for men and boys, meaning “lion” or “warrior-prince”; “Kaur” for women and girls, meaning “warrior-princess” or “sovereign woman warrior.” He adorned us with five articles of faith, the five “K’s”—a steel bracelet called a karra, a comb called a kangee, an undergarment called a kach, a dagger called a kirpan, and long uncut hair called kesh. “Sikhs do not hide,” Papa Ji would say. We couldn’t. These articles were meant to make Sikhs visible, so that we could never hide in a crowd, or hide from the call to fight for justice. Men and some women wrapped their long hair in a turban—the most visible way for us to signal our commitment to love and serve others. At the time, the turban was only worn by royalty in India, but we all had the responsibility to serve, so the turban became our crown.

I liked to sit on the dresser and watch Papa Ji tie his turban. It was a process: He fastened one end of the cloth to a doorknob, held the other end across the room, stretched it tight, and shook it up and down, up and down, making the cloth ripple. He then tied his long hair into a bun, gathered the six yards of cloth into large folds, released it from the knob, and began wrapping the pag, the turban, until it was crisp and tight. The tremor in his hands made it slow work.

“What is higher than truth?” Papa Ji would ask me.

“Living the truth,” I answered.

“Changa,” he said. “Good.”

“Truth is high, but higher still is truthful living,” says Guru Nanak. “Sachahu orai sabh ko upar sach aachaar.”

“Everyone in this country says, ‘I love you, I love you, I love you!’” Papa Ji liked to say. “All talk! No action! That’s not love.” Love and labor were inseparable. Love called forth our deepest bravery, and Papa Ji was the bravest person I knew—he had pulled people out of danger many times, as a soldier in the British Indian Army during World War II, in the midst of the mass violence and forced migration of the Partition of India in 1947, and during the 1984 pogroms against Sikhs in India. Through it all, he wore his turban even when it marked him for persecution—and he recited his prayer Tati Vao Na Lagi. The shabad was his key to bravery, even when he was afraid, and so it became mine, too.

The Sikh ideal was the sant-sipahi, the warrior-sage. The warrior fights. The sage loves. It was a path of revolutionary love. Papa Ji was my warrior-sage: He went into the fires of this world with the eyes of a sage and the heart of a warrior. He was teaching me how to reclaim our warrior tradition for courageous nonviolent action, here and now.

“Do not abandon your post,” said Papa Ji whenever I came to him in tears. I was a little girl in two long braids who liked writing poetry and riding on tractors, but my grandfather saw me as a warrior. I always nodded yes.

So I did my best to hold my post in the world, and Clovis was my entire world. California’s Central Valley, midway between San Francisco and Los Angeles, was an enormous swath of farmland. People from out of town did not seem to understand the culture of the valley where land was wealth and water was life. So our farming towns were insular, conservative, parochial, and predominantly Christian. We had long histories of diverse communities of color—indigenous peoples had lived on this land for thousands of years followed by farmers and laborers who were Latinx, Asian, and South Asian. But the dominant culture in my childhood was white. The most common questions people asked me as a kid had daggers inside them—“Where are you from?” was always followed by “Where are you really from?” I formed the worst defenses: “I’m from India but I don’t worship idols,” or “I’m Indian but not the Wa-Wa-Wa kind,” mimicking a chief I saw in cartoons. And when our friends came over for dinner, “Don’t worry. We don’t serve monkey brains like in Indiana Jones.” In other words, we may look like savages but we are civilized savages—can we play? My family had lived in the United States for a century but Sikh Americans still had no place in the nation’s racial imagination, which meant that I was illegible, unable to be read except by negation: not Native American, not Hindu, not monkey-brains eating. I had fallen for the great bribe of white supremacy: the promise of acceptance for people of color who put down other people of color.

Then my family started taking trips to India, where everyone was brown like us, a sea of turbans in the street like Papa Ji’s. I realized how much my eyes had adjusted to whiteness. The characters in my books, the heroes in the cartoons, every one of my dolls—they were all white. White people were not strange to me because they were all around me, so I would even forget that I was brown until I was reminded by a question or slur. Here I could be part of everyone! Our family’s house was in the old royal city of Patiala in Punjab. The house had a courtyard in the center, where the roof opened up to the sky. Star House. Night after night, we sat together in the courtyard on a manjee with cups of cha as Papa Ji played the dholki, the small drum that went taka-taka-taka-taka. My mother and aunties sang, and my brother and I danced with our cousins as my dad recorded on a gigantic video camera on his shoulder. The stars shone overhead, and it was as though the stars and the dholki and the singing and the beating of my heart were all in unison. Vismaad. Ecstatic wonder. I wanted to stay in this feeling forever. But it didn’t last. Whenever we went out to the bazaars, I wore a salwar kameez and kept my voice low to hide my accent, but everyone still seemed to know that I was the girl from Amreeka just by how I walked. The stares bore into me, and I started to feel ashamed every time we stepped outside, though I did not know why I was ashamed. I felt strange in both worlds, stares in one, slurs in the other.
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Our minds are primed to see the world in terms of us and them. We can’t help it. The moment we look upon another person’s face, our minds discern in an instant whether or not they are one of us—part of our family or community or country—or one of them. This happens before conscious thought. Our bodies release hormones that prime us to trust and listen to those we see as part of us and to fear and resent them. It is easier to feel empathy and compassion for one of us, much harder for one of them. When one of us does something bad, we tend to attribute it to circumstance, but when one of them does the same, we attribute it to essence—Oh, that’s just how they are. We think of us as complex and multidimensional; we tend to think of them as simple and one-dimensional. We are much more likely to intervene when we already see a victim of violence as part of us. We tend to stand by when people we see as them are harmed, whether by policies of the state or violence on the street. In other words, who we see as one of us determines who we let inside our circle of care and concern.

The most powerful force shaping who we see as us and them is the dominant stories in our social landscape. They are produced by ideologies and theologies that divide the world into good or bad, saved or unsaved, with us or against us. Stereotypes are the most reductive kind of story: They reduce others to single, crude images. In the United States, the stereotypes are persistent: black as criminal, brown as illegal, indigenous as savage, Muslims and Sikhs as terrorists, Jews as controlling, Hindus as primitive, Asians of all kinds as perpetually foreign, queer and trans people as sinful, disabled people as pitiable, and women and girls as property. Such stereotypes are in the air, on television and film, in the news, permeating our communities, and ordering our institutions. We breathe them in, whether or not we consciously endorse them. Even if we are part of a marginalized community, we internalize these stereotypes about others and ourselves. In brain-imaging studies, for example, nearly half of black people, queer people, and women exhibited unconscious fear and distrust in response to pictures of people who looked like them. In other words, we live in a culture that makes us strange to ourselves.

[image: illustration]
In sixth grade, I discovered History Day, a national competition where students spend an entire year researching an event in history. Most students at our school chose the American Revolution or the Civil War or a world war. I realized that I had stories no one else knew, so I started harvesting South Asian and Sikh histories. My brother, brilliant and wildly imaginative, became my accomplice. Each year, we produced papers, exhibits, videos, and performances that told our family’s stories. We competed through high school, won national medals, and became the school’s History Day champions. I discovered that the margin can be a space of strength—I could see what others could not see; I could tell stories no one had heard. This is how I came to manage my own strangeness: I learned how to tell stories that inspired wonder and invited people to see me through new eyes. It didn’t always work right away.

One day in eighth grade, my best friend, Lisa, and I were working on our History Day projects in the library. I was researching the Partition of India, when Britain left India in 1947, created Pakistan, and Sikhs, Hindus, and Muslims became one another’s enemies almost overnight. Lisa and I were passing notes to each other, giggling in our own bubble, when Lisa looked up suddenly and said, “Valarie, I can’t wait until Judgment Day.” There was beautiful anticipation in her eyes. “Just think, it will only be you and me and all the good people.”

I realized that by “good people,” Lisa was talking about Christians. But Lisa knew everything about my family and me. She had heard all my stories. She knew that I was Sikh. I was confused.

“Where will everyone else go,” I asked, “everyone who isn’t Christian?”

She looked at me startled. “Well, you know, down there.” It was too unpleasant to say out loud.

That’s when I realized that my best friend believed that I was going to hell. She just didn’t know it yet. I had to be the one to break it to her.

“Lisa, you know I’m not Christian, right?”

She went pale.

“But I thought Sikhism was a sect of Christianity.”

“Um, it’s not,” I said.

The bubble broke, the bell rang, and we left each other without another word. We didn’t talk about it again until a few months later. We were sitting with our friends at lunch and talking about the Honors Bio lecture on evolution when somehow the conversation turned into an argument about what happens after we die. At some point, I realized what this group of my friends who were all Christian were trying to tell me.

“So all of you believe that I’m going to hell?” I asked.

They shifted in their seats and looked down at the cement. Only Lisa looked me in the eye, Lisa who loved me and pitied me and wanted to save me. There were tears in her eyes and mine, too.

Our friendship ended after that. We still exchanged many letters trying to persuade each other—she stressed that I needed to accept Christ to be saved, and I replied that I didn’t need Jesus to be good—but our attempts always failed. As long as Lisa believed I was going to hell, she could not love me as before. Wonder is an admission that you don’t know everything about another. Lisa had stopped wondering about me. She had decided that she knew my fate and had no more to learn.

On the drives to school, my brother and I would gaze out the window at Clovis, its country fields and churches passing by. The signs in front of the buildings—small storefronts and megachurches alike—read JESUS IS LORD. REPENT. Lisa did not invent her theology—she had inherited it. That theology hovered over the land like the breath of God, like the air we breathed. It showed up everywhere in this small town that was our entire world—on lawn signs and billboards, in the mouths of preachers on television and talk radio, at prayer circles around the flagpole at our public high school. Her theology defined our moral universe; I was the one disturbing it. Lisa had begged me to say the words to make the universe make sense again. How could her best friend, who she wanted to love, not be a Christian? To be a brown girl, to be Sikh, was to be a problem neither of us could solve.

I started taking philosophy classes at Fresno State during free periods and wrote essays on religious pluralism—the view that there can be many different paths that hold truth. I found new friends in high school, outliers like me, including Brynn Saito, a granddaughter of Japanese and Korean American farmers like my own grandparents. We talked about art and truth, wrote poems on napkins, crammed for APs, made mixed tapes, ditched class, searched for shooting stars. I was not alone. Still, some nights, the burning under the skin returned, strong and stinging and strange.

I had recurring dreams of Judgment Day: I was standing on a bank looking out at dark storm clouds forming over the sea. A golden spiral staircase appeared on the water. This was the way to heaven. Families hurried onto boats and paddled hard to reach the staircase. I got swept up in the rush and was so close that I could touch the golden rail. But I was alone. Where was my family? I let go and rushed back over the bank through the woods down into underground caverns where we had been hiding. I found them and told them to hurry. Everyone was ready with packs on their backs, my parents and brother and cousins, but Papa Ji was missing. I finally found him in a dark room and took his hand, but his tremor made us go slow. By the time we reached the bank, the staircase was gone. The storm clouds moved in, the sea tossed up, and I looked at my family one last time before the fire.

One summer day, I came home to find a woman sitting at our kitchen table. One of our neighbors had brought this woman from her church to our house in an effort to convert my family and me.

“Oh, Lord, they are so hungry for you!” cried out the woman with wide eyes when she saw me. She glided over to me, placed one hand on my heart, the other on my back, and pinned me down in a chair. She asked me to repeat after her.

“I accept Jesus Christ as my only Lord and Savior,” she said.

“I can’t say that,” I said.

“One Way. One Truth. One Life!” she cried.

“But I think that there are many paths,” I said.

“Oh, Lord, the Devil is speaking to her!” she cried out. “Every time you hear that voice putting doubt in your head, it is the Devil speaking to you!” She paused and hovered her hands in the air. “I can feel him! The Devil is inside you now, child. The Devil is living inside you.”

She closed her eyes and cried: “Help me, Lord! Help me banish the Devil from her!” Everything grew quiet for a moment. Then there were sounds I had never heard before, syllables that clanged like metal. She was rocking me back and forth, crying out in words that were not words, casting the Devil from my heart with all her strength and might. When it was done, the woman was exhausted.

I rose to my feet. “Thank you,” I said. I was not sure what else I was supposed to say after an exorcism.

I went outside and started to run. The suburbs were encroaching on the farmland all around us, so I ran east into the country, past chickens and cows and horses and barns. The tall dry grass was gold in the setting sun. My muscles pumped blood. I was not angry with the woman. It was not personal. She believed she was a messenger of the moral universe: I did not belong here. She had merely done her duty and tried to defeat the Devil that ensnared me. But the Devil’s voice was my own voice, and so the exorcism was really just an attempt to cast me out of my own body, to make me a stranger to myself. She was still back at the house. Had she converted my little cousins? Was I standing on the bank alone?

I gazed out at the land and remembered what it was like before, when I was still a little girl riding on tractors, connected to the earth and ash and oak trees, the peaches and apricots spoiled and rotting on the ground, the tule fog in the valley, and the stars at night. It had been so long since I had experienced that boundless sense of wonder that had defined my childhood. I longed for it now. I had belonged to the land once. Why couldn’t I get back to that feeling?

Much later I would learn the deeper history of this land. My alienation was minuscule compared to what had once happened here. Before my family arrived in California’s Central Valley, this land was not farmland. It was home to the Yokut and Wintu peoples for thousands of years. Their society was among the most linguistically diverse in North America. When this land became part of the United States, the first governor of California armed local militias and sanctioned the extermination of all indigenous peoples. Scalp bounties were posted, some for $5 a head. Men, women, and children were hunted like animals. The indigenous population of California fell from 150,000 to 30,000 in just twenty-seven years from 1846 to 1873, making the California genocide the most documented genocide in North America. By the time my family arrived in 1913, there were only 600 Yokut people left in the valley. There was no trace of their civilization on the forty acres where we planted our crops. We could not see it, but there was blood in our soil.

Learning this history has helped me understand my small struggle in those same fields that day. In the United States, white supremacy is intertwined with Christian supremacy, one an extension of the other. Any theology that teaches that God will torture the people in front of you in the afterlife creates the imaginative space for you to do so yourself on earth. The European colonizers who arrived on this soil assumed that dark bodies could not contain the inner life they experienced in themselves. Once they no longer saw the faces in front of them as equal, they could call people strangers on their own land, savage to the touch, ripe for conversion: They could concentrate them, enslave them, pillage them, consolidate their resources, and build an empire on their soil in the name of God and country. Generations of brown and black peoples and their white allies fought hard enough for freedom so that in my childhood, the colonizing forces that worked on my small brown female body were minimal in comparison. I was one of the lucky ones. The least that I could do was resist the exorcism: “Thank you but you will not make me strange to myself.”

Sometimes I imagine: What if first contact in the Americas had been marked not by violence but by wonder? If the first Europeans who arrived here had looked into the faces of the indigenous people they met and thought not savage but sister and brother, it would have been difficult, perhaps impossible, to mount operations of enslavement, theft, rape, and domination. Such operations depend on the lie that some people are subhuman. If they saw them as equals instead, might they have sat down and negotiated a shared future? Imagine institutions on this soil built on the premise of equality rather than white supremacy. Imagine the forms of community that might have emerged, and how that would have evolved through generations. What would my childhood have been then? I reach the limits of my imagination. The dream evaporates. What does it take to reclaim wonder now after so much trauma and devastation?

Back then, I did not have this language, or history. I only felt the burning inside. As the sun set, I recited Papa Ji’s prayer Tati Vao Na Lagi and breathed again—and returned home. The exorcist was gone and my family was there as before; no one had been converted. We were still together.

Papa Ji asked me to go with him to the gurdwara on Sunday. It was his seventy-eighth birthday and he wanted us to listen to the shabads together. I had not gone to the gurdwara on Dakota Street in downtown Fresno in a long time; I was immersing myself in books, not music and community. I took off my shoes, covered my head, and followed Papa Ji inside the diwan hall, the prayer hall. We bowed our heads before the Guru Granth Sahib, the book that contained our canon of shabads, the devotional poems composed by Nanak and other Sikh gurus as well as Hindu and Muslim poets and saints. In this book, the divine has hundreds of names. Sikhs gather together to sing, recite, and chant these poems in community. The gurdwara was filled with sacred music. We sat down and listened as the voices of the singers rose and dipped and soared with the vaja and tabla, the harmonium and the drum. Papa Ji’s eyes were closed. The sound that was always resounding within him echoed all around us now. He was somewhere I could not reach, residing inside the music. I was so preoccupied with the thoughts in my head, I could not hear it.

I gazed at the Guru Granth Sahib at the front of the room, and the blue and silver canopy that hung over the book. Stitched into the canopy was the first utterance in our scriptures: ੴ—Ik Onkar, Oneness. At the base of the book, there were flowers and kirpans, thick-edged swords and daggers that represented the courage of warriors centuries past who had fought and bled and died for us. The kirpan was the article of faith that signaled that we would always be prepared to fight for justice. I looked out at the sangat sitting and listening together, men with colorful turbans, women with bright chunnis over long braids, children on their laps. This long hair, these tall turbans, were meant to be seen, so that you could spot us in a crowd and know that we would feed you, shelter you, serve you, even fight for you. Because warriors do not hide.

But weren’t we hiding this Sunday morning, Papa Ji and me? Weren’t we hiding in our gurdwaras, these little islands of India, as preachers rose in pulpits at the churches that surrounded us to condemn us at this very moment? I imagined Lisa and my friends and teachers sitting in a church as their pastors taught them that we were primitive and pitiable and needed to be saved. If this theology hovered over the land like the breath of God, it was because these preachers
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My fear of anger taught me nothing. Your fear of that anger will teach you nothing, also.

—Audre Lorde
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We have all known the long loneliness and we have learned that the only solution is love and that love comes with community.

—Dorothy Day
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